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ABSTRACT 



This study surveyed secondary school English teachers in 
British Columbia, Canada to examine the nature and extent of teacher 
workload, teacher perceptions of workload-related stress, and teacher ability 
to cope with this stress. Surveys were distributed to secondary schools 
throughout the province, and 737 teachers responded. Results indicated that 
English teachers worked long hours, with an average work week of over 53 
hours. Teachers were driven primarily by preparation and marking needs. 
Teachers reported that workload levels had increased in recent years. School 
organization played a major role in determining teacher perceptions of work 
load. These respondents reported high and increasing numbers of English as a 
Second Language students and students with special needs in their classrooms. 
They felt that they adjusted their teaching methods to cope with workload 
pressures, with some adjustments driven by workload coping requirements 
rather than pedagogical factors. Teachers reported widespread symptoms of 
stress and varying abilities to cope with stress. Age and gender were 
relevant variables in how stress and coping ability were perceived. The 
questionnaire is appended. (Contains 29 tables and 13 references.) (SM) 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Nature and methodology of the study 

The study emerged out of a British Columbia Teachers' Federation (BCTF) Annual 
General Meeting resolution in 1999 to study the workload of secondary English 
teachers in the province. In the fall of 2000 and spring of 2001, a questionnaire 
survey was developed to gather data regarding the nature and extent of teacher 
workload, as well as teacher perceptions of workload-related stress and their ability 
to cope with this stress. 

The survey was distributed to secondary schools throughout the province. A total of 
737 completed surveys were returned. Those surveyed show a demographic profile 
broadly similar to that of the entire B.C. teacher force, although the following three 
demographic differences did emerge. 

1. In terms of age, survey respondents reflect fewer middle-aged to older 
secondary English teachers (aged 40 years and over) as compared to the 
provincial profile. 

2. Secondary English teachers are less likely to work part-time as compared 
with teachers overall. 

3. Secondary English teachers have a significantly higher percentage of people 
with post-graduate university degrees as compared with the provincial 
pattern for all teachers. 

Major findings 

The study shows that: 

1. Secondary English teachers work long hours, with an average work-week of 
more than 53 hours. There is also the real likelihood that this figure 
underestimates the true extent of work because, for example, it does not 
include any time spent in marking or preparation when school classes are not 
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in session. Teachers also traditionally appear to underestimate work hours in 
survey returns, compared to diary time-use studies. 

2- The long hours of secondary English teachers are driven primarily by 
preparation and marking needs, which together account for more than 19 
hours of an average teacher's work week - about two-thirds of reported 
non-contact time spent on the job. 

3. Secondary English teachers report on balance that workload levels have 
increased in recent years. 

4. School organization plays a major role in determining teacher perceptions of 
workload, with semester-based schools showing the highest levels of 
dissatisfaction in areas like the organization of preparation time. 

5. Secondary English teachers report high and increasing numbers of ES L 
students and students with special needs in their classes, and more than 
double the numbers of such students than are recognized as such by the 
Ministry of Education. 

6. Secondary English teachers report that they adjust their methods of teaching 
to cope with the workload pressures. Such adjustments are driven therefore 
by workload coping-requirements rather than by pedagogical factors or 
criteria. 

7. Secondary English teachers report widespread symptoms of stress and 
varying abilities to cope with stress. Both age and gender appear to be 
relevant variables in how stress and coping ability are perceived, with female 
and younger teachers reporting both the worst impacts and lesser coping 
ability. 

The report s findings point to a serious incipient problem with secondary 
English teacher attrition. Many teachers surveyed signal an intention to seek 
other teaching assignments or to leave teaching altogether because of the 
inordinate workload created by relentless marking pressures and other time 
demands. When examined together with age and stress-related data, these 
findings suggest the possibility that significant numbers of middle-aged, 
middle-career teachers are leaving secondary English for other work venues, 
owing to workload demands and related stress. 

9. Unless redressed in a real and serious way, the workload of secondary 

English teachers and the resultant attrition of teachers will likely continue to 
exacerbate trends pointing towards a shortage of teachers in the near future. 
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"I love teaching English, but the onerous 
nature of the marking and the challenge of 
dealing with developing good writing 
skills have resulted in my requesting to 
teach Elective courses." 

" I love teaching English, but feel 
overburdened and stressed by my 
workload." 

" I love teaching English, and I am 
considered an exemplary one at my school. 
But I can't sustain it.... I am pursuing a 
position in another subject area, one that I 
am retraining for. Teaching English has 
become an inhuman task for me. I wish for 
a fuller, more balanced life." 

"I love teaching and I love teaching 
English, but without a year-long spare, I 
dread the job." 

"I love literature and I try to be an 
enthusiastic teacher, but I regret ever going 
into this field because I have sacrificed 
many personal relationships and good 
health." 
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Introduction 

The issue of workload has grown as a focus of concern for teachers in recent years. 
At the 2000 Annual General Meeting of the British Columbia Teachers' Federation 
(BCTF), this concern was reflected in a Resolution from the Coquitlam chapter of the 
English/ Language Arts Provincial Specialist Association (PSA). Resolution 109 
called for a provincial survey of class size, class composition, and workload issues 
for secondary English teachers and was adopted by the Annual General Meeting. 
Subsequently, BCTF researcher Charlie Naylor working with consultant John 
Malcolmson met with members of the Coquitlam PSA chapter and developed a 
survey instrument to collect data on English teachers' work and on their perceptions 
of workload factors and related issues (see Appendix). The survey was distributed 
to secondary and middle-school English Department Heads in all but the smallest 
schools in the province. 

A total of 737 completed surveys were returned by teachers in 53 school districts. It 
is difficult to estimate the precise response rate for two reasons. First, the 
distribution of the surveys depended on surveys being passed from English 
Department Heads to members of their departments. Judging by the number of 
responses, Department Heads did indeed pass the survey on to teachers in their 
departments, yet there is no way of knowing precisely how many surveys were 
disseminated or how many potential respondents there are. Secondly, there have 
been no provincial data kept on the numbers of secondary teachers by subject area 
since the Data Management Branch of the Ministry of Education ended this category 
of data collection five years ago. 

In spite of these problems, the survey response rate can be tentatively estimated at 
above 30 per cent. This figure is based on an estimate of the total number of English 
teachers derived from counting the numbers teaching English in a small sample of 
schools, calculating a ratio of one English teacher per 100 secondary/ middle-grade 
students, and extrapolating a provincial total from this count. While there is an 
obvious element of estimation built in to this approach, it offers a reasonable 
approximation of the survey's response percentage. 
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SECTION 1: 

Who are the secondary English teachers of B.C.? 

1. Age 

The following table offers a detailed age breakdown for those returning completed 
surveys, compared with that of B.C.'s overall teacher force. 



Table 1: Age Distribution of Survey Respondents Compared to the Provincial Profile 



Age 


Survey 


Provincial 


Survey Variance 


Group 


Respondents 


Profile 1 


from Profile 


Under 30 


14.8% 


9.4% 


+5.4% 


30-39 Years 


32.6% 


23.6% 


+9.0% 


40-49 Years 


21.1% 


33.2% 


-12.1% 


50 and Over Years 


31.6% 


33.7% 


-2.1% 



Secondary English teachers appear to be somewhat younger than the general 
teaching population. Over 47 per cent of survey respondents are under age 40, 
compared to 33 per cent provincially. The age breakdown of respondents points to 
two age brackets that together comprise almost two-thirds of English teachers, the 
first group in its 30s and the second in its 50s. The latter group is the only age group 
where respondents' age distribution matches the larger provincial age profile. Of 
particular interest in the profile of overall returned surveys is the smaller percentage 
of teachers aged 40-49 years. 

2. Gender and FTE status 

Table 2: Gender and FTE Status of Survey Respondents (provincial profile in brackets) 





Gender 

% 


Full-time 
as % Total 


Part-time 
as % Total 


Male 


34.1% 


91.7% 


8.3% 




(34.0%) 


(90.7%) 


(3.2%) 


Female 


65.9% 


79.8% 


20.2% 




(66.0%) 


(69.2%) 


(20.2%) 


Overall 




84.0% 


16.0% 






(76.5%) 


(20.3%) 



The above table shows the survey's gender and FTE status breakdown compared 
again to provincial profiles. 



1 Provincial data source: B.C. Ministry of Education Standard Report 2057, Age distribution of educators ivithin 
province (for 2000/2001). This report includes all teachers and administrators in B.C. public schools, so 
comparisons are approximate rather than exact. 
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The above table illustrates that, for the most part, the gender profile of respondents 
closely matches the provincial profile. However, a few additional points can be 
made. 



• Proportionately more teachers in the province work part-time than do 
English teachers, or, conversely, proportionately more English teachers work 
full-time than is reflected in the provincial profile. 

• Proportionately more women respondents worked full-time than do women 
teachers generally, although women teachers of English appeared two-and-a- 
half times more likely to work part-time than do male English teachers. 

• Those secondary English teachers working part-time typically work 0.75 FTE 
or more. 

The gender distribution of English teachers varies considerably with age. The older 
the age group, the more male teachers it has as a percentage of the total within that 
age group. The following chart looks at the pattern of gender distribution by 10-year 
age groups. 

Table 3: Gender Distribution of English Teachers by Age Group 



80°/o 
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0% 

Age Groups 
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As can be seen, English teachers aged in their twenties are most likely to be female 
— by close to a four-to-one margin. Gender distribution changes steadily as teachers 
get older. By the time English teachers reach their fifties and sixties, the overall 
gender distribution is much closer to parity. 

English teachers are also more likely to work at or near full-time status with the 
advancement of age, but here the increase in percentage is relatively slight. The next 
chart looks at the weighted average FTE status by age group. 

Teachers in their 20s work at an average 95 per cent FTE level. This level rises 
gradually with the age of teachers. For the smaller group of English teachers in their 
60s, all reported working full-time. 
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Table 4: FTE Status by Age Group 
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3. Geographic location 

Survey respondents came from all areas of the province. In order to test how closely 
the geographic distribution of survey respondents matched that of the provincial 
secondary teacher population overall, respondents' demographic data from three 
regional areas were compared with the general teacher distribution in the same 
areas. These areas were the lower mainland, Vancouver Island including the Gulf 
Islands, and the rest of B.C. 2 



Close to 53 per cent of respondents to the survey worked in lower mainland school 
districts (defined here to include districts 33 through 45). This compares to 51 per 
cent of the province's educators who work in the same districts. Respondents from 
Vancouver Island represented 15 per cent of the total respondents, while 16 per cent 
of all educators in the province work there. Some 32 per cent of respondents lived 
and worked elsewhere in the province, while 33 per cent of educators are to be 
found here. The survey data therefore appear to closely match the overall 
geographic distribution of secondary teachers. 



4. Educational level 



Respondents were asked to indicate their highest level of university education. The 
next table shows the breakdown. 

The data show seven of 10 English teachers reporting a bachelors-level of 
educational qualification. Overall 27.2 per cent report some level of graduate degree, 
whether Masters or Doctorate. Although the Ministry of Education does not publish 
statistics relating to educational qualification of the province's educators, it is highly 
likely that the percentage of secondary English teachers holding graduate degrees is 



2 The comparison used Ministry of Education Standard Report 2089, Public school student/educator ratio by school 
within district/authority (for 2000/2(301). 
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